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People bring a wide variety of back-
g rounds and expectations with
them as they visit historic build-
ings or sites. As a tourist gawking

at elegant mansions, large plantations, re c o n-
s t ructed mills, or living farms, I have been
pleased by the presence and disappointed by the
absence of women’s experience in pre s e rv a t i o n
choices. I find women’s lives fascinating; and I
want to know more about their history as lived in
p a rticular places, particular buildings. At a place
like Mt. Ve rnon, visitors find the kitchens as
compelling as the desk where Georg e
Washington composed his letters. Perhaps one
reason for our positive response to the ord i n a ry
is that most of us have cooked an egg, but almost
none of us has ever led a country. There is some-
thing about the commonness of everyday life that
makes history vivid, personal, and illuminating
in ways the larger affairs of the world cannot. For
much of our history, most women’s lives have
been led in seemingly “common” or private
spaces, among small and intimate things. Much
of women’s lives have been “vernacular”; specific
to time and place, localized, and routine rather
than spectacular or unique.

For this reason, focusing on the arc h i t e c t u r a l
and landscape expressions of ord i n a ry people pro-
vides an excellent window to the commonalities
and diff e rences of historical experiences.
Ve rnacular buildings and sites uniquely re v e a l
most people’s lives. Often overlooked as histori-
cally unimportant, ord i n a ry buildings and sites
can provide exciting opportunities for glimpsing
something about the history of ord i n a ry women
and men. In addition, women’s lives can help us
understand vernacular places and stru c t u res and
expand our sense of the historically import a n t .
The way gender shapes buildings and sites, both
in the past and the present, is important to accu-
rate historical presentation, to engaging public
i n t e rest, and to making informed pre s e rv a t i o n
c h o i c e s .

Many assumptions about gender (some of
them unexamined) shape pre s e rvation decisions
and approaches to vernacular buildings and sites.
For example, in pre s e rving, displaying, and ana-
lyzing the physical environments of women’s lives,
we usually assume that there is a split between
public and private worlds, the “separate sphere s ”
of men and women. So we tend to associate

w o m e n ’s historical experience with various types
of domestic space. We often associate houses with
activities, attitudes, and values removed fro m
“public” considerations. And we define the are n a
of women’s economic activities as outside the
home, in public workplaces such as a textile mill.
It is easy to overlook domestic spaces of re s i d e n-
tial areas as arenas of economic production, or
public places as stages for private life. This ten-
dency to separate domestic, private places and
activities from public, economic, or political places
and activities is further complicated by the diff i-
culty of viewing places like neighborhoods as inte-
grated wholes. We tend to focus on discre t e
f a rmsteads, houses, or workplaces. Finally, some-
times we overlook the fact that gender is one
among several “social categories” to which we all
belong. Race, ethnicity, and class also are part of
our historical, personal, and social identifies. All
built spaces and sites are racially, ethnically, and
culturally heterogeneous as well as gendere d .

C l e a r l y, gender is a complicated set of re l a-
tionships rather than a static category. To make it
m o re useful, we can break it down into at least
t h ree component parts, listed here in no part i c u l a r
o rder although the parts are related to one
a n o t h e r. These pieces are useful for sorting out the
g e n d e red dimensions of vernacular buildings and
sites, and for making gender a part of their pre s e r-
vation and presentation as historic places.
Together they comprise the most important vari-
ables in the “gendering” of buildings and sites.

First, gender is a “structural” category. This
means that law, culture, social expectations, and
rituals all have a gendered dimension, which often
also contains class, ethnic, or racial elements. For
example, in most of the 19th century, a marr i e d
woman had no legal right to her own earn i n g s .
They were her husband’s pro p e rt y, just as she
was. In the 20th century, we still express this sort
of patriarchal notion when a bride’s father “gives
her away” to the groom, thus passing patern a l
rights onto the son-in-law. Sometimes, gendere d
e x p ressions seem to have a certain timeless qual-
i t y. We often associate women with interior
domestic space and men with lawn mowing and
car repairs. This version of “separate spheres” is
rooted in our expectations about the gendere d
dimension of class and race that goes back to the
mid-18th century and to the development of a
capitalist market economy—long before the exis-
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tence of lawns, mowers, or cars. This appare n t
timelessness, however, actually masks historical
variation and important incremental changes often
e x p ressed in architectural form. For example, the
classic distinction between “shanty” and “lace cur-
tain” Irish Americans grounds notions of domes-
t i c i t y, gender, ethnicity, and class in the metaphor
of housing styles.

Second, gender is a “fragmented” category,
and fragmented in numerous ways. Gender
depends on cultural approaches to the division of
maleness and femaleness, ethnicity, race, and
class. For example, in the Hispanic southwest,
men typically make adobe bricks, but women con-
s t ruct and repair adobe stru c t u res. The process of
building with adobe thus re i n f o rces the mutual
i n t e rdependence of men and women typical of
Hispanic culture. Gender also is fragmented over
time, with the stru c t u re of gendered re l a t i o n s
changing constantly. Gender is further fragmented
between the ideals about behavior and re l a t i o n s ,
and the reality of how people actually behave and
relate. To use the “separate spheres” example
again, the ideal of domestic women and lawn-
mowing men is much more complex in the lived
world. One recent Saturday afternoon, I found
myself in our driveway replacing a headlight in
the Chevy. At the same time, a neighbor woman to
the east was mowing her lawn, while another on
the west was trimming the trees in her yard. Many
complex individual decisions went into this gen-
d e r-bending behavior. But clearly, knowing the
ideal for gender relations at a particular time will
not always tell you how people actually behave.

F i n a l l y, gender is an “experiential” category,
both a private understanding of who we are as
g e n d e red people and a public “perf o rmance” of
our maleness and femaleness, our class position,
our ethnicity, and our racial identity. In fact, the
way gender combines the personal and the public
gives it a particular force in historical re - c re a t i o n .
Buildings and sites are like “stages” where people
act out complex plays about family, religion, atti-
tudes about work—or the intricacies of social ritu-
als like courting. In a historic site such as Mount
Ve rnon, the social and ritual stage-setting is obvi-
ous. The complex of buildings, gardens, fore s t s ,
fields, and waterways that comprise this planta-
tion physically stru c t u red the social relations of a
slave society based on race, gender, and class dis-
tinctions. However, all built forms and sites share
this function even as they send diff e rent messages.
A vernacular bungalow or a front yard filled with
plastic deer and plaster elves is made for the edifi-
cation and enjoyment of those driving by in auto-
mobiles. An African-American-swept yard in
G e o rgia, with its tire planters, work tables, and
hog butchering hoist, is designed as a neighborly

gathering place and work site. Both stru c t u re
social relations. 

The structural, ideological, and social diff e r-
ences men and women have available to them
mean women and men may construct and experi-
ence buildings and sites diff e re n t l y. The same
place can, literally, be several diff e rent worlds
c r i s s - c rossed by gender, race, ethnicity, or class
experience and meaning. Untangling this diversity
can enrich the historic presentation of a site and
render even the most “average” vernacular build-
ing a potentially broad historical canvas.

The complexity of concerns intrinsic to
w o m e n ’s history further suggests that buildings
and sites must be carefully integrated into their
l a rger context. My ideal historic site would be an
e n t i re 19th-century residential neighborh o o d ,
envisioned not just as a collection of homes or
domestic spaces, but as a complex of locations for
public social activities and economic enterprise as
well as domestic lives. Women raised chickens in
their yards and sold eggs, took in sewing or board-
ers to support themselves and their children, or
ran a neighborhood laundry in their sideyard s .
The solitary example of a large and well-designed
v e rnacular residence is a useful historic document.
M o re useful, however, would be the complex of
outbuildings, dirt lanes, tree swings, churches, and
g ro c e ry stores that together made up a social and
economic world.

H i s t o r i c a l l y, women’s lives are both ord i n a ry,
in the vernacular sense of common and locally-
specific, and part of a much larger social and cul-
tural world of patriarc h y, racial hierarchies, ethnic
d i ff e rences, and class stratification. The specificity
and very ordinariness of most women’s lives
t h roughout history can bring an immediate and
visceral reality to such broad historical themes.
The pre s e rvation and presentation of vern a c u l a r
buildings and sites would be infinitely enriched by
incorporating the many histories of women.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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